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Findings From PISA 2000 



Executive Summary 

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), sponsored by the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and carried out in 32 countries, including the 
United States, evaluates 15-year-old students' literacy in three areas: reading, mathematics, and 
science. 1 The first PISA survey was conducted in 2000, with additional assessments planned on a 
3-year cycle. Each survey focuses on one of the three types of literacy; in PISA 2000, reading literacy 
was the major focus. 2 Therefore, it is possible to perform a detailed examination of reading literacy 
within and across countries. 

In this and other PISA reports, the United States is compared to both the OECD average and other 
countries participating in PISA. The OECD average is the mean of the scores of each OECD country. 
PISA participating countries include both OECD and non-OECD countries. 

In PISA, students' proficiency is defined in terms of six levels of reading literacy. 3 The highest 
performing students in PISA are categorized as level 5, while the lowest performing students are 
categorized as below level 1. Students proficient at level 1 are capable of completing only the least 
complex reading tasks developed for PISA, such as locating a single piece of information, identifying 
the main theme of a text, or making a simple connection with everyday knowledge. Students below 
level 1 are not capable of routinely performing these basic tasks. This does not mean that they 
have no reading literacy skills. Many of these students can answer questions correctly, but PISA 
2000's descriptions of levels cannot accurately predict what skills those students have, and so they 
are categorized as below level 1. For the purpose of this report, students scoring at the two lowest 
levels of achievement, level 1 and below level 1, have been combined together in one category 
and are referred to as either low performers, low-achieving students, or level 1 or below students 
interchangeably throughout the report. 

This report has two objectives: first, to explore how the demographic and educational characteristics 
of low-performing students compare to other students within the United States; second, to analyze 
if the United States differs from the other PISA countries in terms of the characteristics of its low- 
performing students. 

For both these objectives, the report uses the measure of relative likelihood (risk) ratios. Relative 
likelihood is the ratio of the two likelihood measures, calculated for each group being compared, in 
this case, low-performing students (students scoring at level 1 or below) and the overall 15-year-old 
student population (students scoring at all proficiency levels: below level 1, level 1, level 2, level 3, level 
4, and level 5). A relative likelihood or risk ratio greater than 1 implies that a particular characteristic is 
more likely to be observed among the low performers than on average. A relative likelihood ratio less 
than 1 implies that a particular characteristic is less likely to be observed among the low performers 
than on average. For example, for the low-performing group, the likelihood of a U.S. student being 
foreign born is given by the percentage of foreign-born students at level 1 or below (12 percent) (table 
B-8). For the overall 15-year-old student population, the likelihood of a U.S. student being foreign born 
is given by the average percentage of foreign-born students across all the proficiency levels (7 percent). 
Hence, the relative likelihood ratio for a U.S. student being foreign born across these two groups was 
1.7 (=12/7) (table B-23). That is, a low-performing U.S. student was 1.7 times more likely to be foreign 
born than the average U.S. student. 



Although the Netherlands participated in PISA 2000, technical problems with its sample prevent its results from being discussed here. 
For information on the results for the Netherlands, see OECD (2001). 

2 For more information about PISA, see appendix A. 

3 For more information about the achievement levels and the process used to define them, see appendix A. 
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The student characteristics examined in this report can be grouped into student demographic and 
background characteristics (sex, race/ethnicity in the United States, socioeconomic status [SES], student 
and parent nativity, parent education, and language spoken most of the time at home), characteristics 
relating to student attitudes toward learning and school (engagement in reading, sense of belonging 
in school, effort and perseverance in schoolwork, and missing school and skipping class), and 
characteristics relating to student learning practices and expectations (participation in private tutoring 
and remedial classes in the test language outside of school during the 3 years prior to the survey, U.S. 
job expectations by age 30 as reported by students). 

Comparisons made in the text of this report have been tested for statistical significance at the .05 alpha 
level. The tests used were two types of standard t tests, depending on whether the averages being 
compared were independent or dependent. To guard against errors of inference based on multiple 
comparisons, as in the case of comparing all countries to the United States, the Bonferroni adjustment 
procedure was used. 4 

Main Findings 

Eighteen percent of U.S. 15-year-old students achieved at level 1 or below in PISA 2000; this 
percentage was not measurably different from the OECD average (table B-2). 

Student Demographic and Background Characteristics 

PISA 2000 included a set of questions on background factors, such as sex and national origin that 
help identify the differences between students at level 1 or below and the average within each 
participating country. 5 

• There were more males among low-performing students (compared to the average) in all PISA 
countries (tables A and B-4). In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student 
being male was 1.3 times the average likelihood of a student being male (table B-23). 

• In the United States, there were fewer White students among the low performers (compared 
to their proportion on average across all proficiency levels), while the reverse was true for 
Black and Hispanic students (tables A and B-5). In the United States, the likelihood of a low- 
performing student being White was one-half (0.5) the average likelihood of a student being 
White (table B-24). The relative likelihood of a low-performing student being either Black or 
Hispanic was 2.0; that is, low performers were twice as likely to be Black or Hispanic than on 
average (table B-24). 

• A higher percentage of students with "low" SES were found among low performers (compared 
to their proportion on average) in the United States and every other country except Japan 
(tables A and B-6). 6 In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student coming 
from a low-SES background was 1.7 times the average likelihood of a student being low-SES 
(table B-23). 

• Compared to the average for the overall 15-year-old student population, there were more 
foreign-born students and students with two foreign-born parents at level 1 or below in the 
United States and the majority of other PISA countries with data available (tables A, B-7, and 

4 For more information about statistical tests used in this report, see appendix A. 

Tor more information about the SES variable, how low SES is defined, and the parent education variable, see the Description of Variables section in 
appendix A. 

6 The SES measure is derived from students' reports of parental occupation. Occupations were coded to the International Standard Classification 
of Occupations 1988 (ISCO-88) and then grouped into major occupational groups. The groups were collapsed into three categories of "low/' 
"medium," and "high" SES based on the occupational content of the group as well as the relationship to an internationally comparable index ranging 
from 0-90 (known as the ISEI or International Socio-Economic Index). 



